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Until a few years ago, it was almost impossible to find news about pastor’s unifying the larger, citywide body of Christ. Today, there are books, articles, even organizations whose sole purpose is to facilitate oneness of spirit within the larger, more diverse church.
Here in Newton, I have seen things that have served this kind of move: wonderful citywide worship services in the park each year for the Chisholm Trail Festival (each church foregoing a week’s offering to do so!); regional Concerts of Prayer; participated together with police chief, mayor, county commissioners, school officials and area pastors in the National Day of Prayer; the Ministerial Alliance stepped forward in a bold move to fund a welfare secretary position; citywide Good Friday services and Lenten luncheons have been held across denomination; pastors began to meet and pray for one another in each other’s churches calling out for a move of God in this region, and praying with local leaders; I’ve even seen churches give offerings to other congregations! A profound display of unity came when Fred Phelps’ crew descended to picket a local church and pastor – and a unified front of pastors and people rallied to show that when pressed against the wall, Newton churches stand together.
I believe that we can realistically hold to the hope that our region can become a place where praying and unified believers meet every assault with blessing; loving, trust based relationships exist among diverse pastors and congregations; our prayers, our people and our projects begin more and more to come together in one healthy and diverse body - for the blessing of our region; and the peace and authority of Christ prevail at all levels of our community.
It has taken years of faithfulness on the part of many to get us where we are - and there have been many opportunities to give up. Yet, the Lord has never let me stop believing or working toward seeing His John 17 prayer for unity fulfilled. If there is progress in our region, it is because we are willing to pay the price for the old self to die - so that Christ may live in us.  I agree with Francis Frangipane: the thing I believe will “keep the ball rolling” toward Christian unity, and greater revival - is the cross: my cross - where Christ calls me to lay down my preferences for His.
I’m going to confess that, as a pastor, I have been self-centered. There were times when I’ve wanted “my church” blessed more than others. When a breakthrough might be occurring in another congregation, I have had to die to my own divisive self-centeredness, envy, or personal insecurities. So, when God blessed other congregations, I started to pray for greater blessing on them, and I promoted God’s work among them from the pulpit. When special services were going on elsewhere, I advertised them and I encouraged our congregation to attend. We even began to plan events we could share with other congregations cooperatively for a greater outcome. The people responded enthusiastically. But even deeper, in so doing, self in me was dying, and I was able to take up my cross – and live out John 17 more fully.  Christ in me now moves in increasing freedom, and I can clearly see that as other pastors are doing this, Christ’s body is being strengthened in our region, and the people are responding enthusiastically.
I confess that I can be too insecure when another church or another pastor succeeds. I could get upset when some of “my” flock decided to go elsewhere. It can get hard. But Jesus says: unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, remains alone, and cannot bear much fruit. If churches are like individuals, and we do not die to “self,” we will abide by ourselves alone. Jesus says, however, that if we die to self, we will bear much fruit. That doesn’t mean abandon our individual programs or unique congregational concerns and calling! It simply means that our vision and direction still honors all of that - and the more we can be together. This, I believe, is truly Christ’s perspective of the church: so that more of His person will be revealed through us, and He is free to empower our efforts to turn our communities to Him – that the world may know He was sent by our Father.
I invite you to join us for prayer and start to get a feel for the hearts of the pastor’s coming together for revival and spiritual renewal in our region. I think you will be very, very glad you did.
In Christ together, for Christ forever.
